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There was both good and bad news during April in the campaign to preserve Mexico’s beleaguered
turtle populations. The positive development came with the announcement that the populations of
green sea turtles (Chelonia mydas, also known as blancas) have recovered sufficiently to warrant
a change of classification from “endangered” to “threatened.” This species of turtle inhabits the
Pacific coast of Mexico and the coast of Florida.
A day after the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and the US Fish and Wildlife Service
(FWS) announced their decision to reclassify this species of turtle, Mexico’s environmental
protection agency, the Procuraduría Federal de Protección al Ambiente (PROFEPA), reported the
discovery of more than 200 carcasses of black or prieta sea turtles (Chelonia agassizi) off the coast
of Guerrero state. A similar incident involving 100 turtle deaths was reported in February of this
year. Authorities are investigating whether the incidents were caused by human activity, shrimping
activity, a toxic leak, or the actions of individuals seeking to poach turtle eggs.

Still ‘threatened’
The decision by the NMFS and the FWS to revise the listing for green sea turtles under the
Endangered Species Act from endangered to threatened is attributed primarily to strong
conservation efforts, including a reduction on activities that threatened the turtles. “[The recovery]
resulted from the prohibition of hunting the sea turtles for meat,” Jennifer Schultz, a biologist with
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), said in an interview with The
Christian Science Monitor.
The listing of the green turtle in the Endangered Species Act in 1978 spurred additional actions to
protect the species, including intense efforts to protect nesting beaches and manage light pollution,
which confuses nesting sea turtles.
Under the US Endangered Species Act, the term “endangered” refers to those species that face a
high risk of extinction in the wild. The turtles’ new “threatened” classification indicates that even
though populations are rebounding, they remain under threat and could become endangered again
in the near future.
“Successful conservation and management efforts developed in Florida and along the Pacific coast
of Mexico are a roadmap for further recovery strategies of green turtle populations around the
world,” said Eileen Sobeck, assistant NOAA administrator for fisheries.
“Identifying distinct population segments across the green sea turtle’s range provides flexibility for
managers to address specific challenges facing individual populations with a tailored approach,”
Sobeck said in a statement published on NOAA’s website. “Ultimately, this will help us protect
and conserve green sea turtles more efficiently and effectively, so that we can achieve our goal of
recovering the species.”
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Mexico continues campaign to protect turtles
In Mexico, PROFEPA has been fighting an uphill battle to protect the seven species of endangered
or threatened turtles that inhabit the country’s territorial waters: The lora (Lepidochelys kempii or
Kemp’s ridley), the laud (Dermochelys coriacea or leatherback), the golfina (Lepidochelys olivacea
or olive ridley), the caguama (Caretta caretta or loggerhead), the carey (Eretmochelys imbricata or
hawk’s bill), the blanca, and the prieta. All these species are protected under the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).
The sea turtles are facing a variety of threats, including accidental capture in fishing nets, pollution,
and uncontrolled poaching from individuals who kill them for their eggs or for their meat
(SourceMex, Feb. 4, 2004, and Sept. 2, 2015).
Still, despite the challenges, PROFEPA claims success in its efforts to protect the turtles through
an initiative known as Programa Operativo de Protección a las Tortugas Marinas, which puts
resources into prevention, conservation, and vigilance of the turtle habitats. The operation has put
special emphasis on the coast of Oaxaca, where turtles return to nest. “This program allowed us to
safeguard 1.8 million turtles and the recovery of 102,753 eggs that were taken illegally on the beaches
of La Escobilla and Morro Ayuta, Oaxaca,” said PROFEPA director Guillermo Haro Bélchez.
In addition to the increased vigilance, environmental authorities have proposed to expand
the Centro Mexicano de la Tortuga in Mazunte, Oaxaca, to better serve the educational and
conservation efforts. Alejandro del Mazo, director of the Comisión Nacional de Áreas Naturales
Protegidas (CONANP), said the environment ministry (Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos
Naturales, SEMARNAT) is proposing to invest about 15.5 million pesos (US$880,000) for the
expansion of the center, which serves to promote conservation and educate the public. Funding
would come from three sources: the government, the Mexican private sector, and nongovernmental
organizations.
“The purpose of the project to strengthen the Centro Mexicano de la Tortuga is to foster
conservation and scientific research and promote the concept of responsible tourism not only in our
region but in all the beaches of the world,” PROFEPA said in its website.

Massive turtle deaths reported off Mexico’s Pacific coast
The center, in partnership with specialists from the research lab Laboratorio de Investigación en
Reproducción Animal (LIRA) at the Universidad Autónoma Benito Juárez de Oaxaca (UABJO), has
been conducting studies to determine the cause of two separate mass deaths of turtles off the coast
of Guerrero state. The first case was reported in February, when more than 100 prieta turtles turned
up dead near the Costa Grande region. The second incident occurred in early April, when more
than 200 turtles of the same species were found in the same area, which is near the beach resorts of
Zihuatanejo and Petatlán. In both cases, the majority of the dead turtles were adult males.
Scientists are investigating several possible causes of the mass deaths, including contamination of
the ocean with toxic substances, injury from shrimping nets, and slaughter by poachers. A theory is
that the turtles died in the waters off Michoacán and were carried by the currents to the beaches of
Guerrero.
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Authorities have all but ruled out injury by shrimping nets as a cause of death. “Inspectors verified
that the [turtle] exclusion mechanisms in the nets were installed correctly on four shrimping vessels,
and no irregularities were found,” said the daily newspaper La Jornada.
There have been problems with poachers in Guerrero state. Since December 2015, authorities have
uncovered several turtle carcasses on the beaches near the municipality of Tecpán de Galeana.
However, the turtles that turned up dead near Costa Grande did not show signs of depredation.
A likely cause is that the turtles were infected by a parasite, a determination that scientists
made after the first deaths occurred in February. Still, this is not a definitive explanation for the
second case, as an inspection of the ocean in the area between Lázaro Cárdenas, Michoacán, and
Zihuatanejo, Guerrero, has not detected any irregularities. “[The patrols] from the Secretaría de
Marina (the naval secretariat, SEMAR) reported several sightings of marine turtles swimming
normally among dolphins and other species of marine life,” said the daily newspaper Excélsior.
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